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Abstract 
Competencies of graduates are the ultimate measure of the success and effectiveness of an educational programme.  Since the 
graduation of our first cohort in 1999, no formal feedback regarding the competency of the graduates of UKM’s pharmacy 
programme had been obtained.  The aim of this study was to obtain feedback from the preceptors at the Ministry of Health 
regarding the competencies of the UKM pharmacy graduates who were serving as provisionally registered pharmacists.  Face-
validated questionnaires were sent to the preceptors of all 90 graduates of the cohort who graduated in 2009. The preceptors were 
the senior pharmacists in the government hospitals who were responsible for the training and evaluation of the provisionally 
registered pharmacists. Completed questionnaires were received for 76 graduates.  On a Likert scale of 1 – 5, overall, our 
graduates obtained an average score of 3.5.  Higher scores were obtained for proper attitude, proficiency in the screening and 
filling of prescriptions and ability to communicate with patients, care-givers and the public.  Lower scores were obtained for 
ability to recommend pharmacotherapy and ability to analyse and make decisions.  There was significant relationship between 
gender and cGPA at graduation and the level of competence.  Females and those with higher cGPA were assessed to be more 
competent.  Competency and its perception is a sum of knowledge, skill, communication and attitude.  While the average score of 
UKM graduates was in the good category, effort should be made to bring them to the very good category. 
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1. Introduction 
Competency can be broadly defined as the ability of an individual to perform effectively in a job-relevant area. 
Competency encompasses the knowledge, skills, abilities, traits and behaviors that allow an individual to perform a 
task within a specific function or job (Vathanophas & Jintawee, 2007).  
Pharmacists are given the task by society to help patients maximise the benefits from their use of medicines. 
To produce competent pharmacists in line with current societal health needs such as counselling patients regarding 
medicine use, selection of most appropriate pharmacotherapy and rational use of medicines, institutions of higher 
learning that offer pharmacy programmes play an important role.  
Defining job competencies is useful in assisting individuals develop their competencies for that job (Moyer, 
2001). Competencies are often used as an alternative to outcomes assessments in health care education, referring to 
a student’s or practitioner’s ability to perform actions in a real life setting. The Pharmacy Board of Malaysia has 
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listed a number of competencies that are expected from graduates of pharmacy programmes recognized by the 
Pharmacy Board of Malaysia.  These are broadly in the 5 areas of outpatient services, inpatient services, clinical 
pharmacy services, drug and poison information services and inventory control and management. 
The competency of UKM pharmacy graduates has never been formally assessed. With the amendment in the 
Registration of Pharmacists Act 1952 (2004), all pharmacy graduates are required to undergo compulsory service 
with government of Malaysia.  This compulsory service is broken up into 2 parts i.e. one year as a provisionally 
registered pharmacist (PRP) and 3 years as a fully registered pharmacist.  Thus, this one year of service as a PRP, 
under the supervision of a preceptor, provided as excellent opportunity to assess the competency of UKM pharmacy 
graduates.  Thus, this study was conducted to assess the competency of UKM graduates who were working with the 
Ministry of Health as Provisionally Registered Pharmacists (PRPs) and also to see if there were gender differences 
in competency.  
2. Methodology 
A questionnaire was designed with a number of sections, each of which contained questions addressing a specific 
competency. The competencies that were evaluated were the 5 areas of outpatient services, inpatient services, 
clinical pharmacy services, drug and poison information services and inventory control and management. 
The questions were designed to be answered according to a Likert scale. The scale was 5 for excellent, 4 for very 
good, 3 for good, 2 for poor, and 1 for very poor. If the competence of a PRPs in a certain section could not be 
assessed, then the preceptor could choose NA for not able to assess. The questionnaires were to be completed by the 
chief pharmacist of the institution or by the pharmacist-preceptor supervising the PRP.  Information collected in the 
questionnaire included demographic data, outcome measures of competencies (level of competencies) and soft 
skills. Face validation of the questionnaire was carried out. 
The list of 87 UKM graduates who graduated in 2009 and were serving as provisionally registered pharmacists 
was obtained from Pharmaceutical Services Division, Ministry of Health. The face-validated questionnaires were 
mailed to the Chief Pharmacists/Directors of 28 institutions i.e. Pharmacy Departments of 24 government hospitals 
and 3 university hospitals and the National Pharmaceutical Control Bureau. The cover letter requested the Chief 
Pharmacist or the pharmacist supervising the PRP in each of the hospitals to make an assessment of the 
competencies demonstrated by pharmacy graduate(s) from Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia during training as 
Provisionally Registered Pharmacist(s) (PRPs). Some hospitals/institutions had more than one UKM graduate 
working as a PRP and so a separate questionnaire was enclosed for each UKM graduate in a particular location.  The 
preceptors were not identified and therefore the 87 graduates were evaluated by at least 28 preceptors and some 
preceptors may have evaluated more than one UKM graduate.  A self-addressed reply envelope, to be returned to the 
Faculty of Pharmacy, Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia, was also mailed together with the questionnaires. Reminders 
by email or through a telephone call were sent to pharmacists who did not respond within a month. 
The names, gender and cGPA(cumulative grade point average) of the graduates were obtained from the Dean’s 
office, Faculty of Pharmacy Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia. 
Nonparametric Test-Independent Samples (Mann-Whitney Test) test and Pearson’s Correlation were used where 
appropriate to determine differences or correlation between various parameters.   
3. Results 
Questionnaires were sent to 28 institutions.  Among the 28 institutions, responses were received from 26 
institutions (giving a response rate of about 93%) involving 79 out of 87 of the UKM pharmacy graduates of 2009.  
The pharmacists who were evaluated comprised of 18 (22.7%) males and 61 (77.3%) females. The results are as 
shown in Table 1 and Table 2. 
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Table 1. UKM Graduates’ Performance  
 
Areas of Competency Mean Score  
A. Outpatient Service 
1. Proficient in the screening and filling of prescriptions and the dispensing 
process. 
3.63 
2. Knowledge on the pre-packing process, packaging and labeling of 
medication dispensed. 
3.61 
Average Score  3.62+0.01 
B. Inpatient Service 
3. Ability to check and advice on drug storage conditions and required 
documentation. 
3.55 
4. Ability to document enquiries and information given in a clear and 
systematic manner. 
3.46 
Average Score 3.51+0.06 
 
C. Clinical Pharmacy Service 
5. Ability to recommend pharmacotherapy regimen and monitoring of patient 
progress. 
3.17 
6. Ability to clerk cases. 3.56 
7. Ability to detect prescription errors or incomplete prescriptions. 3.39 
8. Ability to communicate with other health care professionals. 3.20 
Average Score 3.33+0.18 
D. Drug and Poison Information Service 
9. Ability to respond and gather information in an efficient manner. 3.57 
10. Ability to document enquiries and the information given in a clear and 
systematic manner. 
3.55 
Average Score 3.56+0.01 
E. Inventory Control and Management 
11. Knowledge and understanding of the principles of store management, 
inventory movement and control, cleanliness and security. 
3.62 
12. Knowledge of drug disposal procedures and completion of required forms 3.50 
Average Score 3.56+0.06 
 
 
Table 2. Distribution of UKM Graduates Competencies in Soft Skills 
 
Soft Skills Mean Score 
1. Able to communicate (include counselling and providing information on 
medications) clearly, sensitively and effectively with patients, their caregivers 
and the general public. 
3.62 
2. Able to analyse and make decision to solve problems involving ethical issues. 3.11 
3. Able to recognise and respect the attitudes, actions and belief of others. 3.49 
4. Able to shoulder responsibility. 3.42 
5. Able to receive constructive criticism in a positive manner. 3.54 
6. Able to maintain a proper attitude to work. 3.72 
7. Able to work effectively in a team and can collaborate well with other 
healthcare professionals. 
3.68 
 
The level of competencies of the graduates had a strong relationship with gender and there were significant 
differences between genders (p value was less than 0.05, p=0.017). The female graduates were more competent in 
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their job performance during training as PRPs. The male graduates also had satisfactory performance but their 
competencies were slightly lower than the female graduates.  The level of competencies of the graduates had a 
significant relationship (p<0.03) with their academic performance during studies as measured by their cGPA upon 
graduation. Those with higher cGPA were assessed by the preceptors as having better competency.  The female 
students were also assessed as having better soft skills as compared to males; however, there was no relationship 
between soft skills and cGPA.   
4. Discussion 
According to an estimate from Malaysian Pharmaceutical Society (MPS), the percentage of female pharmacists 
was more than male pharmacists in Malaysia, with approximately 70% females and 30% males. This trend is seen in 
the gender proportion of UKM graduates also and the actual numbers of male and female respondents were 19 and 
68 respectively. Historically, a “good” leader has always been portrayed with the impression of masculinity and the 
belief that men make better leaders than women (Stelter, 2002). Currently women occupy more than half of 
management and professional positions (Catalyst 2009). The implications of this change in gender distribution of 
pharmacists as compared to 30 years ago have not been studied. 
Pharmacists’ performances varied across the criteria. Overall, UKM graduates were thought to have a satisfactory 
level of competence during their training as PRPs. Generally, it is stated that job performance does not necessarily 
correlate with academic performance.  However, this study shows that graduates with higher cGPA scored higher 
for competence.   The female pharmacists were assessed to have better competencies as compared to their male 
counterparts.  A previous study had shown that female graduates had higher cGPAs as compared to the male 
graduates of the same cohort.  Thus, the higher competency assessed for female PRPs could also be a consequence 
of them having obtained better academic results.  Another often stated criticism of graduates of local universities is 
their lack of communication skills.  However, the results show that the UKM graduates had satisfactory 
communication skills.     
This study had the limitation of a relatively small sample size and also the subjective nature of the assessment. 
Although the option of “not able to evaluate” was given in the questionnaire, the preceptor may have also carried out 
the evaluation without really being in a position to effectively evaluate.  There was also the possibility of bias as 
some of the preceptors/respondents may have been UKM graduates.   
Overall, pharmacists who graduated from Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia in 2009 and who were undergoing 
compulsory service as PRPs had a satisfactory level of competence. A future study looking at the competencies of 
all PRPs, irrespective of their institutions of graduation, will probably reduce some of the limitations of this study.   
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